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Early Modern Sport

Mike Huggins
The ea l ode has al a s suffe ed p o le s of pe iodizatio . Its beginnings overlap ith the late iddle ages, he spo t a d athleti exercise were moving away from military training. It encompasses the Renaissance, Reformation, and counter-Reformation and the scientific shifts of the Age of Enlightenment, movements which were diverse chronologically, geographically, culturally and intellectually. Some historians link its beginnings to block-printing, the beginning of the Tudor period or the rediscovery of America in the late fifteenth century; others to the early sixteenth century and the Reformation. Its end dates are equally problematic. The French Revolution is sometimes used, or the nebulous beginnings of the industrial revolution.
Its sporting source material is likewise challenging: simultaneously rich yet also fragmentary and patchy with many silences and biases. Sport was rarely a main focus of discussion. Even so, different discourses indicate that sporting and other leisure activities, in complex cultural combinations, were becoming more apparent across the period. Such sources reflected the intellectual interests of the male leisured elite, helping to legitimate their leisure time and practices.
The new medium of print reflected and helped to shape new forms of sporting lifestyle, disseminating rules, playing skills and expected behaviour patterns. Recreational guidebooks and manuals focused on the sports popular with their dominant readership. This was usually in sports with military connections such as wrestling or swordsmanship, horse riding, archery or swimming. During the Renaissance educators, surgeons and military theorists all stressed sporting leisure was necessary and utilitarian, beneficial psychologically, and vital for battle training, guiding appropriate social behaviour and healthy exercise. Moral discourses stressed moderation, not excess. Pedagogic discourses and educational programmes written for courtiers, university students and children stressed the importance of recreational physical exercise to develop strength, suppleness, physical appearance or mental and moral wellbeing and to gain status and respect.
Renaissance humanists such as Castiglione looked back to the classical past, and stressed the hygienic values of exercise to improve the capacity to study.
Medical discourse stressed the positive, psychological health-preserving roles of moderate sporting exercise to keep genteel bodies in balance. Juristic literature, especially from Italy and Spain, debated the economic relationship between profits and gambling games, adding to the published moral, religious and political debates about sport. Sport increasingly appeared in fiction.
'a elais s Gargantua (1534), for example, made 218 mentions of sports and games, and sport assumed literal and metaphorical centrality in popular works of literature such as "hakespea e s histo ies. Diaries, autobiographies, memoirs, journals and other personal documents show that some rulers and many of the elite enthusiastically enjoyed playing or watching physical sports, seeing them as legitimate outlets for their physical energies. The diaries and chronicles of P.H Mair (1517-1579), an Augsburg official and sports fan, for example, reveal fascinating data on fencing and the rules, prizes, participants, winners, expenses and dates of various competitive target shooting events in German cities. Ca e use the o d spo t fo these various callisthenic, competitive or recreational physically participative games, activities and pleasurably enjoyable sporting recreations, often associated with refreshment and regeneration in terms of mind, body or soul? 3 Specialists in modern sport usually think not, making technical disti tio s et ee pla , ga e , o test a d spo t .
Historians of early-modern sports, recognising spo t s complex, multi-layered contemporary status, and functional and political roles in exercising and disciplining people and individuals, have been happier to use the term to explore the extent to which su h spo t de eloped a oss Eu ope i its various physical, material and ideological entities. Cultural historians have variously utilized early modern o epts of e eatio , spo t , ef esh e t , di e sio o e e ise in order to do so. 
The moral, religious and political battleground of sport
Early modern sport has to be set in its moral, religious and political context. Both ecclesiastical and civil authorities periodically attempted to exert some dis ipli e, o t ol a d di e tio o e popula spo ts, festi ities, a d a i al activities that only just contained potentially dangerous counter-moralities.
Mendicant preachers preached against sport even in Renaissance Italy but Puritanism, in its multiple manifestations across the larger cities of Europe, Britain and America, found it most problematical. Reformist and radical Puritans were austere, sincere, purposeful, militant, zealous, egalitarian and moralist, wanting to assertively repress all non-spiritual forms of recreation.
They were suspi ious of spo t s f i olit , pleasu e, o asio al iole e, passionate feelings and cruelty, its links to gambling, self-destructive indulgence a d e e idle ess athe tha p ope pu pose. A pleasure-loving, sinful people needed to be policed and purified to create a hol , sa ed community. Sunday was for worship, quiet contemplation, good works and reflective spirituality, not skittles or wrestling.
Puritanism probably retarded rather than furthered modern sport, though it effe ted so e efo atio of a e s a o gst the iddli g so t .
Puritans showed little opposition to callisthenic-style healthy exercises, despite occasional offensives against traditional rural pastimes. Some commended, in In European Catholic cities in the sixteenth century sports such as tournaments, target shooting, fencing or horseracing took place on Sundays.
Protestant rulers were less convinced. In Britain growing Puritan power in some counties meant that ritual festivities and sports were faced with i easi g oppositio . This p odu ed a o al ea tio , a ultu al ou teoffe si e . Horseracing was banned lest it provided a pretext for plotting, and other gambling sports almost disappeared until Charles II on his return reaffirmed the place of sport and play.
The characteristics of early modern sport
In an often insightful, scholarly and impressively wide-ranging study, Allen
Guttmann provided a highly influential categorising, systematising typology. He suggested that the formal-structural characteristics of early modern sports were very different from modern sport. The latter had seven key characteristics: secularism, equality, specialisation, bureaucratisation, rationalisation, quantification and obsession with records. Modern sport, he argued, stemmed from the intellectual revolution associated with the E lighte e t alo gside i dust ial apitalis a d P otesta tis .
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Most importantly, Guttmann accepted that all these characteristics appeared, if sometimes sporadically, in earlier periods, including the early modern. His point was that o pa iso the ha a te isti s of ode spo ts i te a t s ste ati all .
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In other words, they fitted together. In premodern times examples were more isolated, not widespread. Not all scholars noted this critical caveat. This led some to represent early modern sports in over-simplistic, essentially negative ways, implying that they entirely lacked such attributes, a view exacerbated since Guttmann had sometimes o t asted ode spo t ith p i iti e , p elite ate , a ie t o t aditio al sports. Such binary divisions made differences stark. They were convenient but potentially misleading. And there is still debate about how far back we can push ode it , ho e e defi ed.
Like Guttman, Henning Eichberg seemed to imply that spo t s emergence was part of broader processes of modernisation. Another important debate has concerned the extent of fundamental discontinuity, how far there was a g eat di ide et ee ea l modern and industrial society, a distinct phase of rupture rather than an evolutionary continuum. More recent research suggests that by 1700 Britain was already deemed a modernizing society, and becoming more secular, individualistic and economically successful. 13 It was beginning to quantify its sport and create sporting records, although even the later early nineteenth century sporting changes accompanied large elements of continuity.
Guttman s odel att a ted so e criticism.
14 Scholars of the early modern period were quick to respond, with a collection of essays edited by
Carter and Kruger on early sports records and quantification. 15 Recent work on the Renaissance has likewise halle ged Gutt a s work. 16 Most specialists now agree that from the late-fifteenth century onwards distinctive, situationally-specific forms of physical culture were being elaborated in Europe. Joh M Clella d has a gued fo a disti t pe iod of 'e aissa e spo t lasting until the late seventeenth century, and suggested that even by the sixteenth century, the athleti a ti ities that e e a pl p a ti ed… e e ot the fo less, unproblematic, ritually dominated, violent folk or noble games that most sports historiography described. They displayed organisation, purposeful motivation, structure, rules, professionalism, i.e. many of the characteristics of sport today. They just did so in a way that now seems u fa ilia .
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In England, likewise, argued Kruger, a ele e ts of ode spo ts [had] ee the e a lo g ti e efo e the i dust ial e olutio .
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Cultural historian
Peter Burke suggested something like modern leisure first emerged in the late fiftee th e tu as a a alogous o d, pasti e , a e i to use. This led, i the si tee th th ough the eightee th e tu to a oade Eu opea leisu e s ste , ell predating the industrial revolution, albeit with multiple and uneven paths of change. 19 More recently, Behringer has conceptualised the ea l ode pe iod as a disti t epo h i the histo of spo t , due to the high levels of institutionalisation and standardisation sport underwent in many Western European countries. He sees the Renaissance era as witnessing the sportification of tournaments, military exercises and popular games, followed by the emergence of important new sports, increasingly associated with ode ha a te isti s.
20
Increasingly the early modern period is being presented as an independent era in the history of sport, and also as the formative, anticipatory period of modern sport. Tomlinson and Young, for example, follow Behringer in suggesting that modern sports emerged from developments in the early modern era, rather than from industrialisation.
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To take just o e e a ple of ode spo t s ha a te isti s, spo ti g rules, in the early modern period these were clearly developing institutional forms, but were never uniform even within countries. Even without any national sporting authorities, printed rules and instructions were widely played at the Artillery Ground in London showed that the game had taken on many of its permanent features such as the length of the pitch, the size of the wickets, and the forms of dismissal. These i ket la s as they were symbolically labelled, were clearly intended to be more universally applied.
Boxing rules were written down by pugilist-turned-boxing-promoter, Jack
Broughton in August 1743 to control the conduct of fights on stage in his
London amphitheatre, where he had introduced more social exclusivity to further encourage upper-class attendance. As such rules spread they contributed to future national standardization and to the emergence of national and sometimes international sporting culture.
Alongside such factors as rule development or the growth of sports architecture, the growing institutionalisation of sport can be seen in many other dimensions, from the still relatively small production of and international trade in sporting goods and equipment, to the many specialised teachers of sporting skills, coaches, trainers, referees, judges and grounds-men (another manifestation of the modern) and the growth of early forms of sports reporting and advertisement. And though many sports had their roots in religious festivals, Sundays and other holy days, popular sports were often held then merely because this was traditionally time free from work.
Associativity
Until recently relatively little attention has been paid to concepts of associativity, despite Joha Huizi ga s early emphasis on the links between the play and associational elements of culture, and this provides a complementary way of looking at the period to that of Guttmann. Sporting events like horse-racing, pugilism and cricket were among the first leisure activities to encourage such betting. This in turn helped change these sports into more specialized, complex commercial enterprises. Poorer working men were increasingly paid to act as jockeys, pugilists or cricketers to help win the bets of the better sort.
Magisterial social control over lower order games such as football or bowls might be exercised when longbow practice at butts was still taken seriously in some but not all English towns in the early 1500s but these games expanded again as archery declined by the 1560s, whether from bow supply problems, alternative sports, opposition to its Sunday use, longer working hours, poorer diets or the shift to handguns (all contemporary explanations) is unclear. Continental town organisations shifted to handguns even earlier.
Popular sport continued to have substantial regional and national differences, which often remained part of communal or festive culture: hurling in Cornwall, cnapen in Wales, shinty in the Scottish Highlands. Activities such as football, foot-racing, various ball sports, hunting, throwing stones or quoits, wresting or boxing, might well be found in various forms across Europe. 31 The impact of social control was clearly sometimes a factor in change, a view strongly stressed by some historians. 32 In Picardy popular culture was largely suppressed by an absolutist state and reformed Catholic Church between 1600 and 1789. In Britain, in the later 1700s, in many market towns, magistrates were intent on improving public order, reduce uninhibited behaviour and damage to property and facilitate commercial trade and street passage. They tried, often with much success, to suppress town centre sports formerly central to popular culture, such as bull and bear baiting, annual street football matches, or throwing at cocks. In many towns these disappeared, in others they moved to the outskirts.
Combat sports brought together rich and poor to watch. In early eighteenth century London wrestling fell from favour and was replaced by more commercial forms of sword, staff and cudgel fighting displayed in amphitheatres. As elite tastes changed, leisure entrepreneurs like Broughton increasingly foregrounded working-class pugilists, encouraging elite patronage and betting. Cockfighting was a cross-class sport across England through the seventeenth century and beyond, but by the later eighteenth century it remained popular largely in northern England. Owners gained vicarious selfvalidation and gambling thrills, while large, largely male crowds, of mature age and across the social scale usuall paid pit o e fo e t a e, ith p i es varying with distance from the pit.
There is much we still do not know about early modern sport and exercise. We know little about the iddli g so ts of people a d thei affinities and behaviour in sporting terms. There are difficulties in defining their membership and identity, even in terms of wealth distribution, local officeholding and material culture. In England, outside London, for example, there was little concept of a middling group before 1700, and it only then spread slowly to the major towns. Wo e s spo t likewise largely remains an unknown quantity. As when sport reflected martial skills, elite o e s ole was still often that of spectator. However aristocratic women could take part in tennis, and female monarchs and their companions often rode with little apparent difficulty. Queen Elizabeth 1, for example, reputedly enjoyed coursing and rode out deer hunting with a few friends. She also was a noted archer. Noble women took up falconry too, using merlins flown at snipe and larks. For plebeian women, festivals, times of carnival, with their inversions of the power structure, and commercial sport sometimes offered opportunities for them to participate. Currently our knowledge is largely confined to the later eighteenth century. 33 We still lack a comprehensive study of the sporting life and culture of the various social groups, contextualised in terms of social, economic, political, and urban developments. Different societies moved in different ways and in different trajectories to take up more consistently some of the major characteristics of modern sport, which might be praised or reviled in different contexts. It is already clear however, that recreational and competitive physical pursuits were ubiquitous amongst all social groups and in all countries despite minority opposition. Sport was a key part of cultural life, and the early modern period played a crucial role in its growth.
